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CHAPTER 5 mw ACTION RESEARCH

Picture a spiral going around and around. Or a long mobile, spinning slowly in the breeze.
Action research is far from a linear, lockstep, formulaic process.

By Cathy Caro-Bruce

t's Sarah’s turn to ralk and the group immediately

quiets. Her question has hung out there at each

meeting, creating discomfort for those who prefer

that the question will just go away. Despite their
uneasiness, however, others want to go deeper with what
she describes.

She starts, “I'm so embarrassed. I thought I was look-
ing at a system at our school that was promoting student
- success and instead I found some pretty blatant racism.”
No one says a word. “I decided to look at the data on our
rewards system to find out which kids were at which level in
terms of the privileges they could receive, What I found is
that all of the white students are at the top and all of the
black and poor students are at the bottom. I think I need to
change my question about the rewards system and its effect
on student success.” .

Sarah hands out copies of the data she collected and
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describes che patterns she sces. Group members question
Sarah to encourage her to explore the situation from differ-
ent perspectives, to push her to do the work on her ques-
tion. Group members are careful not to offer solutions or
solve the problem for her. '

“Tell us more about the patterns your dara show,” says
one teacher. “I'm curious if the students are aware that this
dynamic is occurring,” offers another, “How do you think
the teachers would respond if you were to share the data
with them?” asks a third. Sarah responds to the members’
questions — what they are curious about, what they think
she can explore to enrich her understanding of the prob-
lem. The dialogue is on its way.

As the discussion proceeds, Sarah reflects on how her
question may change. “What I really need to look atis How
can [ challenge a rewards system that staff perceive positively,
by addressing the inequities and lack of access to opportunities

Powerful Designs for Professional Learning = 53



CHAPTER 5 m ACTION RESEARCH

by some students?”” The group grew quiet until one partici-
pant finally said, “That is so huge. What can we do to help?”

Near the end of Sarah’s time, the group facilitator asks
her, “So, what’s next? What steps will you take before our
next meeting?” Sarah answers that she needs to collect more
data to help her understand other staff members’ perceptions
of the rewards system. She says she will put together ques-
tions for grade-level teams and wonders if she can e-mail the
questions to the group before she conducts the interviews.

Before the group moves on to the next member, Sarzh
expresses her thanks and says with a huge sigh, “I am so
committed to this topic, but I don’t think I could do it with-
out all of you.”

Sarah’s participation in a district-sponsored class, the
Race, Class, Gendex, Culture, Language, and Learning Ac-
tion Research Group, is a powerful professional develop-
ment experience for her and her colleagues. Not only does
Sarah learn about her question, but other participants learn
about her ropic and make connections to their own work.

Overview

Picture a spiral going around and around. Or a long
mobile, spinning slowly in the breeze. Or a rare shell whose
design conveys circular motions evolving over time. Or even
a Mobius Strip. These are all images of action research. Ac-
tion research is far from a linear, lockstep, formulaic pro-
cess. While traditional researchers sometimes criticize the
openness and flexibility of action research, its circular na-
ture is what makes the process so valuable vo teachers.

Action researchers clearly follow steps based on good re-
search rechniques, but the process invites the researchers to cycle
through earlier phases, as they construct new meaning based
on what they find in their dara or as their questions change to
address what has evolved as most central to them in improving
their instruction. Action research continually challenges the
researcher to reflect on the process to determine what needs to
happen next in the researcher’s learning and in the learning
process of those who will benefit from the research.

Rationale

Action research is a process through which participants
examine their own educational practice, systematically and
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carcfully, using research techniques (Watts, 1985). This pro-
fessional development experience is different from others
because of its foundarional principles and how it is imple-
mented.
* In contrast to some traditional types of professional
development that diminish teacher efficacy by viewing them
as empty receptacles to be filled with knowledge and skills,
action research recognizes that teachers can identify topics
important to their teaching, can examine their own work
using research techniques, and can explore how to become
more effective instructional leaders. Teachers are at the cen-
ter of this work — their thinking, their questions, their de-
sire to improve.
*  Action research is seen as a different genre of research
because it is grounded in the real world of the classroom. It
balances a classroom culture that is personal, contextual,
open-ended, and ever-changing with a research culture that
is rigorous, structured, and systematic.
*  Action research is an évolving form of inquiry that af-
fects the researchers and the contexts in which they work.
While teachers may start with a spetific question, as they
collect and analyze data and learn from their analysis, the
question may evolve into one that is more aligned with class-
room/school issues and the researchers’ needs,
»  The “action” in action research implies that, through-
out the process, the researchers will take actions and imple-
ment improvements based on what they learn,
»  Action research recognizes thar educators need time to
reflect on their work and focus on how to be more effective,
They must do this in a safe and supportive environment
away from day-to-day classroom activities.

Some reasons teachers participate in action research in-
clude:
*  Individual progress. Action researchers are motivated
to better understand and improve their teaching and the
classroom environment, They often focus on a particular
aspect of their teaching or of student learning thar is chal-
lenging them.
*  Student progress. Action researchers want to know
more about how to improve student learning,
*  Knowledge production. Action research promotes pro-
ducing and sharing new knowledge that benefits other edu-
cators.
*  Social change. Action research pushes teachers to ex-
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amine practices that promote or are barriers to equity and
reinforces the principles of democratic decisions in our
schools.

+  Personal meaning. Action research is inherently reward-
ing as teachers search for connections, value, and signifi-
cance in understanding their work (Zeichner, Marion, &
Caro-Bruce, 1998).

Action research work also supports what we know about
implementing change initiatives — schoolwide or individu-
ally. Part of action research involves reflection. Teachers who
reflect benefit students because they question their ideas,
pilot them, take part in ongoing critical dialogue, and look
thoughtfully at their own instructional practices. Action
researchers are more likely to take action on their problem
or area of study because they reflect with colleagues on data

from a variety of sources.

Steps

STEP 1: DECIDE WHETHER ACTION RESEARCH WILL
BE DONE WITH A GROUP

At any step in this process, action researchers can gain
much if they meet informally, in a small group, with other
action researchers in the school or district or outside the
district. At the beginning of the chapter, Sarah was meeting
with other action researchers in a district-sponsored class
facilitated by a district’s staff developer.

Individuals also can form a small group without any
formal facilitation or class time. A monthly meeting after
school — coffee optional — may help action researchers as
they share where chey are in the process, ask questions of
their peers, and invite comments and feedback. Without
support, researchers may get bogged down in the process
and be less effective.

STEP 2: FIND A FOCUS

“What's keeping you awake at night?”

“Whar are you curious about?”

“If you could change one thing about your practice,
what would it be?”

These are often the entry points that drive action re-
searchers to focus on an area and begin to narrow their area
of study. There is no right way to have a question emerge.
Researchers, who may include teachers, principals, support
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staff, or other education stakeholders, can develop a ques-
tion from broad categories:

o Student outcomes: Achievement, assessment, artitude,
learning, relationships, connection to school/peers. For ex-
ample, how can | help students better assess what they are
learning?

+  Instructional practices: Strategies ro meet the needs of
individuals or groups of learners, reflective practice. For ex-
ample, how well do the reading strategies I use in my teach-
ing help students read in the content area?

«  Systems/structures: Behavior/discipline, special edu-
cation inclusion model, team structures, decision making,
equitable access to all curricula, new programs and prac-
tices, strategies to improve service delivery. For example, how
do the systems we have in place in school prevent access to
higher-leve! classes for all students?

+  Climate: Attitudes, relationships, safety, connection to
school. For example, how-do the beliefs our students have
about their safety in school impact their sense of belonging?
+  Parents/family: Connection to school, decision mak-
ing, support to families. For example, what are the most
effective ways to communicate with parents and families?
(See Handour 1 in the Chapter 5-Action Research file on
the CD-ROM.)

The action research question becomes the centerpiece
of the work. The question is discussed at monthly meet-
ings, including how the question has changed over time,
what data have been gathered and analyzed to answer the
question, whar actions a researcher is taking to answer or
further reveal the question, and what new questions are
emerging from the initial one.

Good action research questions are:

+  Significant: Focusing on teaching and learning prac-
tices that could affect students’ achievement or behavior;
Manageable: Can be done within the researcher’s time
constraints;

+  Contextual: Embedded in the researcher’s daily work;
+  Clearly stated: Accurately conveying the focus and
scope of the research;

«  Open-ended: Generating a broad range of insights
rather than trying to prove a specific point; and

+  Selfreflective: Focusing on the actions or practice of
the researcher (St. Louis Action Research Evaluarion Com-

mittee, 1998).
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Types of Action Research Questions .
Teacher researchers’ questions often fall into categories that deménstrate a range of

possibilities and challenges.

To improve practice: B _
*  How can I develop and assess an understanding of
“mathematical equality” in 1st graders? (1st-grade reacher)
*  Howcan I use graphlc organizers more effectwcly
in my teachmg (3rd—grade teacher)

To better understand a particular aspect of pra_ctir;e:'
»  How will implementing our full inclusion model

affect how students perceive themselves and others as

learners? (Cross-categorical teacher) -

*  What effect do varied Shakespeare activities l'reve'
on high school students’ attitudes toward Shakcspeare’

(English teacher)

* . How can forming academic peer groups be uscd to B
rcmforce positive attitudes of academic achievement in -

the face of negative peer pressure? (Principal intern)

To better understand one's practice in general;
*  How can school nurses better help teachers under-
stand and respond to the needs of students with asthma?

_ (School nurse)

*  Whar stratcgies motivate struggling children to be- '
come active participants in the classroom community
and feel successful as learners? (4:th-.0r Sth-grade teacher)

The critical question for researchers is how manage-
able the question is given the scope of the topic. The fur-
ther away from the researcher — that is, the broader the
focus — the more difficult it is for researchers to know if
whar they are studying and learning is making a differ-

€nce,

STEP 3: DEVELOP AN ACTION PLAN

The plan will change — it should change — but this
stage pushes teachers to think like researchers. It prevents
researchers from impulsively giving a survey to the staff

www.nsdc.org

To promote greater equrty -
"+ How can the science dcpartment and speclai cduca-:;:

achievement? (Resourcc teacher)

. prevention coordmator) :
"¢ What do we need to do 10 propomonately support -

'categoncal mclus:on model? (Cross—

tion department heterogencously group students witha::

. wide variety of learmng needs and make it a succesfulff.\

expetience for rhe studenrs and staff?‘ (Blology teachc
* How does a sense of belongmg affect academ

To mfluence the soclal condltrons af practu:e
* Howcanli mcrcasc staff buy—m for: a schoolwrd :
bullying and harassment 1 prevcnnon program’ (Violence

and address academrc and behavrora.[ Qecds in our cross

+  How can our school develop ax dccrsron—makm
structure that incorporates all staff members fmrly an
what can’ my role be? (Lrbranan) L

members at the school, for example, when other steps need
to be taken first. These questions will influence the devel-
opment of a beginning action plan:

*  What do I want to know? Why do I want to know this?
Who can help me learn abour this topic?

*  What are some possible sources of data collection? Stu-
dents? Staff? Parents? Team members? Administration?

*  Who can review the questionnaire | develop? The in-
terview questions I design? Who can help observe students?
* Dol want to do a literature review and find out what
others have learned about this topic?
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Once teachers begin to learn from their data — and as
new questions, ideas, and understanding surface — the plan
can be revised. (See Handout 2 in the Chapter 5-Action
Research file on the CD-ROM.)

At rhis poin, action researchers can meet either for-
mally (as in a class) or informally to get feedback on their

plans.

STEP 4; COLLECT DATA

Think broadly. Think deeply. Think about multiple
perspectives. Action researchers internalize these messages
throughout their data collection journey.

The journey starts simply: What do you want to learn?
Why do you want to learn it? When, where, and how will
you collect the data? Many action researchers do not have a
strong background in data collection and analysis, so incor-
porating the specifics of how these steps will be accom plished
is essential to moving the researcher forward. (See Handout
3 in the Chapter 5-Action Research file on the CD-ROM.)

Action researchers use both qualitative and quantita-
tive research methods, including interviews, portfolios, sur-
veys/questionnaires, field notes/observation records, inter-
views, video recordings, student work, discussions, audio-
tapes, and case studies. They may also include pre- and post-
assessinents, standardized tests, or district tests.

Data are collected and analyzed throughout the pro-
cess. Action researchers learn about #riangulation — collect-
ing data from more than one source, at more than one point
in time — to increase the validity of what the researcher is
learning. Triangulation helps the researcher move from us-
ing intuition to using real information to drive decisions.
Researchers also are encouraged to select data sources that
will provide them with éreadth by soliciting multiple per-
spectives, with depth by asking questions that will go be-
yond the surface, and with corroboration by looking at other
data sources such as student work or school practices that
confirm what they are learning.

While action researchers often fall into the trap of do-
ing things they think they are supposed to do to make their
projects legitimate research, the facilitator and group con-
sistently ask the teachers why they are working on a particu-
lar action and what they hope to learn. Staying true to the
purpose of the rescarch drives action researchers to develop
a data collection process with inquiry, curiosity, and prob-
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lem solving at its core.

Collecting the data can often become far more compli-
cated than it seemed initially, so chis is a time when feed-
back from colleagues may prove essential, Whether meet-
ing formally in a class or informally, action researchers can
give each other feedback about their data collection pro-

CESSECS,

STEP 5: ANALYZE THE DATA

Sorting through all the data they have collected can be a
major task for action researchers as they synthesize what they
have learned. Many action researchers enjoy the creativity in
this part of the process. They develop elaborate systems using
colored dots and flags, sticky paper, and highlighters. During
this stage, researchers look for themes, patterns, and big ideas.
They code what they see in their data and narrow down the
themes into something manageable. They find sub-themes
among the larger areas. They write continuously as new ideas
and connections surface, and they construct meaning by bring-
ing different sources of information together in new ways.
Analyzing data involves noting how frequently certain ideas
show up, as well as highlighting those powerful, interesting,
and unusual commengs that have potential to influence fu-
ture thinking and directions.

This is a messy time. It is also a stimulating and heady
time as the researcher brings disparate pieces together into a
greater whole. (See Handout 4 in the Chapter 5-Action
Research file on the CD-ROM.} Peers can help action re-
searchers see themes they may have missed or holes in their
logic as they analyze data. They can also help celebrate the
potential power of the research.

STEP 6: WRITE ABOUT THE WORK

While some action research programs do not empha-
size writing up the process and findings, many action re-
search programs build in this phase because the developers
of action research programs understand the power of writ-
ing. Writing pushes researchers to a new level of understand-
ing as they have to communicate what they have learned.
For some, especially cthose who haven't written a paper in a
long time, writing can feel very challenging. Once they have
finished writing, however, teachers often describe how re-
warding it was.

Writing primarily gives the researcher a chance to de-
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scribe the experience and what he or she learned. The paper
also allows the larger community of educators to learn from
their colleagues and potentially improve their own learning
environments. If teachers believe that their voices can influ-
ence policy and they have access to forums that can guide
educational directions, then it is critical thar they write about
their findings. Action researchers are simply asked o tell
the story in their reports. Components can include:
* A description of the problem, focus area, question.
Why was it 2 question for you?
* A description of the context in which this study oc-
curred. What background information would be helpful in
understanding why this question was important to study?
* A description of actions the researcher took to learn
about the topic. What did the researcher do and why?
*  Anexplanation of the research methods and data col-
lection sources used. From where and from whom did the
researcher gather data?
* A literature review. If the researcher did a literature
review, what was learned that influenced the researcher’s
actions?
*  Data analysis, Whar did the data show? What thernes,
patterns, and findings emerged?
* Recommendations. What new actions will the re-
searcher take based on what was learned? What new ques-
tions does the researcher have?

As they write, action researchers may want to share their
writing with peers, If they have been meeting formally, their
facilitator may divide them into reading groups, one group
for each paper. If they have been meerin g informally, action
researchers can ask the group to listen to patts of their writ-
ing and give feedback. Peer researchers in an informal group
€an pair up to garner deeper feedback.

STEP 7: PLAN FOR FUTURE ACTION

The “action” in action research is central to this profes-
sional development experience. Based on their findings, re-
scarchers determine what they will do differently in their
classrooms or what might happen differently on their teams
or in their schools. Action researchers look for ways to share
what they've learned with colleagues, their principal, or with
special interest groups. This step is not the end but the be-

* ginning of the cycle. (See Handout 5 in the Chapter 5-Ac-

tion Research file on the CD-ROM.)
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_ The handouts fé'r_‘_fh.ié chapter ‘a'ré‘. av:ufablc onthe
. CD-ROM that accompanies this book.

1. Startihg points

2. Acionplan -
3 Dan _cgllécfiéri_’éf_id_-a'il_'aly'sis" :
" 4. Process for analyzing dat
“5." Analysis léé&iﬁg{tﬁ actio

Variations

School districts throughout the country have embraced
action research and made it their own. .

Schoolwide research. Some districts have implemented
schoolwide action research, where the entire staff studies a
school issue or problem of interest to everyone. Action re-
search has great potential to affect a school’s practices when
administrators (both building and districe level) and reach-
ers themselves support a schoolwide initiative. When devel-
oping this kind of program, it is essential that teachers own
what chey will study, how they will study it, how they will
share findings, and what will happen as a result of what
they've learned.

Individual research. Other districts have su pported in-
dividual action research. Individual teachers work on a topic
of interest to them in their own classrooms. While it may be
a powerful experience for the teacher, the teacher may not
have the supporr, vision, or know-how to extend the effects
of the work beyond his or her own classroom.

Collaborative research. Many districts have imple-
mented collaborative action research. Groups of teachers,
principals, and/or support staff come together around top-
ics that are priorities for the school or district. Group mem-
bers may be from the same school or they may represent
schools from around the district. Sometimes, these groups
can carn graduate level credits or are paid. The results of
collaborative research are likely to be applicable in a variety
of settings.
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Critical Elements

Group work. While school districts structure action
research differently to meet their needs, having teachers in-
volved elevates this experience for the researchers. Teachers
benefit enormously from participating in a professional
learning community where everyone is comumitted to mak-
ing changes that will enhance their own and students’ learn-
ing.

Ground rules. Groups must adhere to routines and ritu-
als thar protect the group members as they discuss challeng-
ing issues. Rules include giving all group members zime 20
reflect and talk abour their work; making sure the action re-
searchers own their questions (other group members don't try
to solve the problem for them); and having group members
reflect on the inquiry process as a way to ensure that it is pro-
viding as much value as possible to their professional learn-
ing and growth. The group helps members when they are
stuck. The group cheers the successes of colleagues, The
group cares deeply about each member and each person’s

learning.

Conclusion

Sarah knew she had questions abour the rewards sys-
tem at her school. She had some beginning ideas that jump-
starred her initial data collection. Her question wasnt well
formed, but experiences and observations of students led
her to generate some ideas that moved her along to do some
initial data collection. Sarah’s revised question, Flow can [
challenge a rewards system that is perceived by staff as positive,
by addressing the inequities and lack of access 1o opportunities
by some students? met the criteria for a good action research
question. Collecting data helped her continue to refine her
thinking, define more clearly whar she was learning, and
helped her determine whar actions to take.

By the end of the school year, Sarab’s journey had just
begun. After interviewing six staff members who represented
different established teams in the school, she learned that
most of them were supportive of the system and weren’t
aware of which students were at each level of privilege. She
designed a survey for all st2ff and facilitared two student
focus groups. Many issues surfaced from both staff and stu-
dents, the most critical being a look at institutionalized rac-
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ism throughout the school. In late spring, Sarah shated her
findings with staff, and the school’s newly formed Equity
Team began to planfor the next school year. The Equity
Team’s goal was to involve the entire school in thoughtfully
discussing practices that kept some students from having
equal access to a comprehensive learning and educational
experience. While Sarah’s question began as a personal need
to understand the implications of a school practice, her ac-
tion research led her to examine a system that needed to be
challenged.

One voice, one study, one persistent teacher. One jour-
ney can make a tremendous difference in the lives of our
children.
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